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Beverly  L o w ry
from  h e r  novel ,
The Track of Real Desires
Leland  looked  ou t  t h e  k i t c h e n  w in d o w .  T h e  side 
yard  was  a ju n g l e  of u n p r u n e d  f ru i t  t rees,  o a k - l e a f  
hyd rangeas ,  weeds ,  tall s talks of g r o u n d  a r t i chokes ,  
and  p e r e n n i a l  h e rb s  r u n n i n g  wild .  A n y o n e  w h o  d i d n ’t 
k n o w  Baker w o u ld  assume t h a t  h e r e  w as  a p ie c e  of 
useless g round ,  left  to go w i ld ly  to seed.  Leland  could  
im a g in e  Baker s h ov ing  a ca re fu l  h a n d  d o w n  a m o n g  
t h e  Johnson  grass, c o m i n g  up w i t h  a pee r le ss  s ta lk  of 
r o s e m a ry  or  b u n c h  of m in t ,  t h e  h y d r a n g e a  for  t h e  
um bre l la  s tand,  a peach ,  a plum, som e  p a r t i c u la r  k in d  
of g r e e n e r y  for  t h e  table,  p e r f e c t  for  a f i l l - in.
She r e a c h e d  for  t h e  faucet ,  t h e n  d r e w  h e r  h a n d  
qu ick ly  back,  r e m e m b e r i n g  Baker ’s p a r t i n g  i n s t r u c ­
t ions  to not ,  for God's  sake,  t u r n  t h e  w a t e r  on.  Mell  
was  ups ta i rs  re s t ing .  Baker and  Toby had  g o n e  to 
p ick  up Roy f rom school .  Leland w as  alone,  w a i t i n g  
to have  h e r  in t e rv ie w .  Baker and  Mell  w o u l d n ’t say 
too  m u c h  ab o u t  th i s  R ox ie  Sidwell ,  bu t  w h e n  Mel l  
said “W a i t  till you  m e e t  R oxie,” in t h e  same u n f a t h ­
om a b le  w a y  s h e ’d spoken  a b o u t  t h e  rat ,  Leland  had  to 
w o n d e r .
T h e  k i t c h e n  was  a w re c k ,  s tacks  of p la tes  and  
bowls  on  e v e ry  surface,  w a i t i n g  for t h e  s ink  to g e t  
f ixed.  Leland c h e c k e d  t h e  c lock  on t h e  m ic ro w a v e .  
Half an  hour.
H e a r in g  a l ig h t  t a p p i n g  sound,  she  b r o u g h t  h e r  
a t t e n t i o n  back  to t h e  w in d o w .  She looked  for a bird,  
bu t  t h e  sound  w a s n ’t at  t h e  w in d o w ,  exac t ly .  She 
leaned  over t h e  s ink  to look ou t  and  h e a r d  a vo ice  
f a in t ly  cal l ing,  as if from  t h e  d ra in  itself.  And th e n
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th e  b ird l ik e  ta p p in g  sound cam e again. Leland leaned  
h e r  h ead  dow n, ea r  first, to w ard  th e  dra in . M ell 's  
h a rd  w o rk  had  d o n e  its job, and  e x c e p t  for scraps of 
sh r im p  peel and  bits  of deb ris  th e  s ink  w as em pty .
T he  vo ice  cam e again , fa in t  and  ghostly , like  a 
fa r-o ff  c ry  for help . Leland s t ra ig h te n e d ,  looked  
around . T h e re  w as nobody, n o th in g .  R e t r ie v in g  a 
small w h i te  espresso cup  she th o u g h t  had  b een  h e rs  
at lunch , she  refil led  it  w i th  coffee from  th e  F rench  
p lu n g e r  pot. T he  coffee w as in k y  w i th  c h ico ry  and, 
because  i t  had  b een  s i t t in g  s ince  lunch , bare ly  w arm .
She l is ten ed  for th e  vo ice  again , bu t all she h ea rd  
w as th e  squeak of a f loorboard  so m ew h ere .
T hese  S tran g e  Park  houses, full of gh o s tly  c reaks  
and  w hispers .  Leland used to  w alk  th ro u g h  th is  
n e ig h b o rh o o d  on  h e r  w ay  to  class at M a r le n e t ta ’s 
s tudio  in  th e  old Elks Lodge on th e  ed g e  of d o w n ­
tow n . T he  h u lk in g  b r ick  houses  looked  to h e r  like  
bank  vaults, symbols of th e  safe life— th e  fa th e r  w i th  
a s teady  job, th e  m o th e r  m a k in g  cookies, th e  life of 
h o m e o w n e rs  and  good c i t izens .  W h e n  h e r  m o th e r  
died, Leland d iscovered  th e y  h a d n ’t had  to live like  
gypsies all th o se  years, m o v in g  in  th e  m idd le  of th e  
n ig h t  to  y e t  a n o th e r  r e n te d  house. John S tandard  had  
insu rance ; th e  Air Force took  ca re  of its w idow s.
Dolly m ig h t  have  b o u g h t  a house, m ade  th e i r  life 
b e t te r .  Leland had  no  idea w h y  she h a d n ’t. Fear, 
perhaps,  th a t  th e  m o n e y  m ig h t  ru n  out, and  th e n  
sh e ’d have  to  go back to  Iowa. W h e n  Leland d ream ed  
abou t Eunola, she w as o f ten  s ta n d in g  on a s t r e e t  in 
th e  dark, lo o k in g  in to  th e  w in d o w  of a S tran g e  Park  
hom e.
She took  a sip of th e  th ic k  black sludge Baker 
called  coffee.
“H elp .” It cam e  again , from  th e  walls.
Leland g r ip p e d  th e  cup. She did n o t  k n o w  h o w  
M elan ie  and  Baker m a n a g e d  to g e t  up th e  m o rn in g  
a f te r  Lucy died, ta k e  th e  n e x t  b rea th ,  m u c h  less f ind
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a w a y  to  m a k e  a l i f e  o f a n y  k in d  fo r  th e m s e lv e s . O n ce  
a g a in  L e la n d  lo o k e d  o u t th e  k i t c h e n  w in d o w .  L o s t in  
th o u g h t ,  she w as tu rn e d  in  p r o f i le  to  th e  d o o r le a d ­
in g  to  th e  la u n d ry  ro o m  and  th e  b a ck  d o o r w h e n  th e  
m a n  cam e in .
F o r a m o m e n t h e  s tood  th e re , n o t  k n o w in g  h o w  
to  k e e p  f ro m  f r ig h te n in g  h e r . G a z in g  o u t th e  w in ­
d o w  as i f  t ra n s f ix e d , she l i f t e d  th e  cu p  h a lfw a y  to  h e r  
m o u th  and  th e n  c le a r ly  s e n s in g  h is  p re s e n c e —  
h e s ita te d .
H e e x te n d e d  a h a n d  in  h e r  d ir e c t io n ,  as i f  to  c a lm  
h e r, and  spoke  in  a lo w  v o ic e . “ D o n ’t  le t  m e  s ta r t le  
y o u .”
As she gasped, h e r  h a n d  ca m e  up  and  th e  cu p  h i t  
a to o th ,  th e n  d ro p p e d  to  th e  f lo o r ,  s p ra y in g  d a rk , 
h e a v y  d ro p le ts  across th e  l in o le u m .
“ A h h , t h a t ’s e x a c t ly  w h a t  I d id  not w a n t  to  d o .”
H e cam e o ve r, p ic k e d  up  th e  cu p  and  l ig h t l y  p la ce d  
h is  h a n d  on  h e r  a rm . “ A re  yo u  o ka y? ”
“ Yes. I d o n ’t  k n o w  w h y  I — ”
“ I ’m  s o rry . H e to o k  h is  h a n d  a w a y . “ I w as t r y in g  
to  p re p a re  you...”
She f in g e re d  h e r  to o th .  “ N o  h a rm  d o n e ,” she said. 
“ R e a lly .” She to o k  a s tep  ba ck . “ N o  h a rm .” She ra n  
h e r  to n g u e  across h e r  te e th .
“ I w as d o w n  th e r e ” — w i t h  a sm a ll c re s c e n t 
w re n c h  h e  p o in te d  to w a rd  th e  f lo o r — ’’ta p p in g  th e  
p ip e .” H e set d o w n  th e  w re n c h ,  th e  cu p . “ I th o u g h t  
yo u  w e re  M e l l . ”
“ Y o u ’re  th e  p lu m b e r . ”
H e h e ld  o u t h is  h a n d , lo o k e d  a t i t ,  w i t h d r e w  i t .  
“ I ’m  also f i l t h y , "  h e  e x p la in e d . “ Ja cky  N e lm s . A n d  
y o u ’re  L e la n d .”
“ Y es.”
“ N o t M e l l  a t a l l . ”
“ N o .”
He w as w e a r in g  a fad e d  b lu e  w o r k  s h ir t  w i t h  
p e a r l b u tto n s , b lu e  jeans , n o  b e lt,  w o rn  le a th e r  la c e -
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up boots, t h e  sh i r t  open  one  b u t to n  too m a n y  to be 
an acc iden t .  He had  a fain t ly  M e d i t e r r a n e a n  look, his  
na tu ra l ly  tan  skin s t r e t c h e d  tau t  and  smooth  across 
his skull, so t h a t  th e  h ig h  c h e e k b o n e s  and broad 
fo rehead  b e n e a th  seem ed  on t h e  v e rg e  of b r e a k in g  
th ro u g h .  His eyes w e r e  an in t e n s e  dark  brown, his 
co n v i c t - c ro p p e d  ha i r  a l t o g e th e r  gray.  He was  slim 
bu t  n o t  skinny,  and  t h e r e  was a sense of a th le t ic i sm  
about  him, of wired ,  in s is ten t  focus. He looked 
sculpted,  a m adm an ,  fabulous.
R ea l iz ing  she  was  star ing,  Leland cam e  to, 
e n o u g h  to rea l ize  h e  was  s ta r ing  back.  “I ’m sorry I 
d i d n ’t a n s w e r , ’’ she  said. “I heard .  You w e r e  u n d e r  
t h e  house?’’
“Flat on  m y  back .”
“I t h o u g h t  you were...”
“A ghost?”
“I s ta r ted  to say.”
“I t h o u g h t  so.”
“You w e r e  ca l l ing  M ell .”
“Yes.”
“ ' M e l l ’ sounded  like...”
“ ' H e lp ’?”
“How did you k n o w ? ”
He sh rugged .  “F igures .” He tu r n e d  his  back,  w e n t  
to t h e  sink,  o p e n e d  t h e  tap, w a tc h e d  t h e  w a te r  
disappear.
“This o u g h t  to ho ld ,” h e  said. “At least  t h r o u g h  
to n i g h t  and d in n e r . ”
A f rozen  m o m e n t .  Leland studied  his back.
He tu rn e d  around,  ho o k ed  his th u m b s  th r o u g h  
th e  loops of his  jeans  and f row ned .  For a second 
Leland fel t h im  back off in to  t h e  safe rea l i ty  of th e  
s i t u a t io n —his f r i ends ’ k i t ch en ,  a c logged  drain,  a 
job— and pull away from her.  For a second,  in self­
p ro te c t io n  she  did t h e  same th ing .  It was crazy.  He 
was as obsessive,  as s in g l e - m in d e d  and  as r ap t  as she. 
She d i d n ’t k n o w  w h o  h e  was  or  h o w  far th is  would
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t a k e  her ,  bu t  she  k n e w  w h a t  h e  was  up for. She 
w a n te d  to leave t h e  room, t h e  house,  jus t  go. She 
w a s n ’t even,  for G od’s sake, over  S imon yet .
Jacky Nelms m a de  a s l igh t  a d ju s tm e n t  w i t h i n  
h im se lf  and  cam e  back,  eyes ha rd  on her .  “W el l?” It 
was a cha l lenge .
“Yes. All r i g h t . ” She m e t  h im  halfway,  h o ld in g  
h e r  g round ,  d o in g  h e r  bluff t o u g h - g u y  d a n c e r  pose.
He smiled and  gave a l i t t le  laugh.  Briefly, h e r  
brusque  m a t t e r -o f - f a c tn e s s ,  so u n s o u th e rn ,  had  
t h r o w n  him, t h e  w ay  she  stood the re ,  shoulders  
squared,  head  t h r o w n  back.
W h e n  she spoke  h e r  voice was  low. “Listen... 
umm...”
He w aited .  He had  learned .  If you w aited ,  w o m e n  
dec la red  them se lves  m u c h  m o r e  s t r a ig h t fo rw a rd ly  
t h a n  men .  But you had  to shut  up first. Let t h e m  talk.
“Do you have  plans?”
He cocked  his  head.  “Plans?”
“W e  have  an e x t r a  p lace at  t h e  tab le  to n ig h t .  A 
l a s t - m in u t e  can c e l l a t io n .”
The  f ron t  door  opened ,  t h e  d o g ’s nai ls  c l icked  and  
Baker cam e  in to  t h e  k i t c h e n .  S ta n d in g  in t h e  door, 
h e  h ea rd  Leland,  saw t h e  w h o le  th in g .  “A h e m .” He 
said t h e  word .  “Yes, Jacky...ah...would you l ike  to com e  
for supper  to n ig h t? ”
Before Jacky could answer ,  Baker t a cked  on a 
r e q u i re m e n t .  “Only if y o u ’ve f ixed  t h e  pipe.  O t h e r ­
wise.  . .”
Jacky reac h ed  b eh in d  himself ,  t u r n e d  t h e  w a te r  
on full force.
“Jesus,” Baker said. “God. Oh well ,  f ine .”
Leland fel t a f lu t t e r  of panic.  She was  m o v in g  too 
fast— ag a in — h u r l i n g  herse l f  fo rw ard  w i t h o u t  t h i n k ­
ing.  “ Baker. . .” She looked for help.
He w aved h e r  doubts  away.  “Don’t be silly,” he  
said. “A nybody’s b e t t e r  th a n  H ank .” He p o in t ed  at 
Jacky and g r in n ed .  “Even you. But, oh God, you do
C u t B ank
k n o w  w h o 's — oh...” He t h r e w  up his  hands.  “I d o n ’t 
w a n t  to t h i n k  abou t  i t .”
Arms f lai ling,  Baker left  t h e  room. L ight  quick 
steps p a t t e r e d  d o w n  t h e  stairs, and  t h e  f ro n t  door 
slammed.
Leland t i l ted  h e r  head.  “I have  s o m e t h in g  to tell  
you .”
“Oh m y  God, serious. Are you sure  I w a n t  to 
k n o w ? ”
She laughed  l ightly.  “I’m pos i t ive  you d o n ' t . ” 
“T h e n  d o n ’t. W e  h a v e n ’t even  shaken  hands."
“No.” She he ld  ou t  h e r  hand.
“Let i t  w a i t . ”
Toby had  told h e r  over  and  over  again,  wait ,  go 
slow, she  was  always ju m p i n g  t h e  gun,  d e c l a r in g  
herse l f  too  soon and  w i t h o u t  m u c h  w a rn in g ,  or  need .  
“All r i g h t . ” She let  i t  go. “ But— ”
“Let i t  wait .  Now...” He p icked  up his  w r e n c h .  “I 
have  a n o t h e r  job, t h e n  I’ll f r e shen  up for d inne r .  
W h a t  t im e?”
“S ev e n - th i r ty ,  I t h i n k  Mell  said.”
“You th in k ? ”
She n a r r o w e d  h e r  eyes.  “S e v e n - th i r ty .  Tough  
guy .”
“Look w h o ’s ta lk ing .  I’ll be back .”
“M y son is w i t h  m e . ”
“And?”
She shrugged .  “N o th ing .  I... W h y  d o n ’t I k n o w  
you?”
“I m oved  h e r e  in t h e  t e n t h  g r a d e — you w e r e  g o n e  
by t h e n . ”
“So y o u ’re  y o u n g e r . ”
Than?”
She c i rc led  h e r  arm. “Me. Us.”
“Not  s igni f icant ly .  A yea r  or  so. I r e m e m b e r  
stor ies abou t  you.  It was  a h u g e  deal,  you know .
Leland S tandard  quit  school.  She w e n t  to M e m p h i s  
to be a d a n c e r . ' ”
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“ I d id n ’t  go  to  be a d a n c e r .”
“ W h a te v e r . ”
“ B u t I d id  go  to  M e m p h is . ”
H e w as q u ie t.
H e r face  w as a l i t t l e  c ro o k e d , a jo k e  k in d  o f  face . 
W h e n  she d ro p p e d  h e r  m a c h o  s tance , th e  s o ft s ide  o f 
h e r  e m e rg e d . She w as a r ro g a n t  and  a t th e  sam e t im e  
v u ln e ra b le ,  in n o c e n t  and  c le v e r , k n e w  w h a t  she 
w a n te d  b u t n o t  a lw a y s  h o w  to  ask fo r  i t .
“ A t  a n y  ra te , I re m e m b e r .”
“ Y o u r  p a re n ts  d id  w h a t? ”
“ R an a s to re , o v e r  b y  M o e 's . A  G re e k , a Jew . She 
w as th e  G re e k . W e  ra n  an I ta l ia n  g ro c e ry  s to re  and  
d e l i . ” H e  s h ru g g e d . “ Y ou  t e l l  m e .”
She la u g h e d . “ A b o u t w h a t? ”
“ Y ou  k n o w . T h e ir  o n ly  c h i ld — I w as supposed  to  
be a ro c k e t  s c ie n t is t ,  e d u c a te d  f ro m  m o n e y  m a d e  b y  
th e i r  lo n g  la b o rs  and  h a rd  w o rk ,  b u t— ”
“ Y ou  l ik e d  p lu m b in g ? ”
“ H a rd ly .  T o o k  a lo n g  t im e  to  f ig u r e  o u t. T h e  
w o rd s  d a n c in g  o n  th e  page  w h e n  I t r ie d  to  re a d  w as 
n o  le t t e r  b a lle t .  T h e y  d a n ce d  because m y  m in d  w as 
m a k in g  th e m .” H e to u c h e d  h is  b ro a d  fo re h e a d . 
“ W ire s  c ro sse d .”
“ D y s le x ia ? ”
“ By th e  t im e  w e  k n e w , I w as fe d  up  w i t h  fa i lu re  
and  s c h o o l— and  besides, I w as g o o d  w i t h  m y  hands. 
A lso , I h a ve  th is  s tra n g e , c o n t in u in g  b e l ie f  in  a fu l l  
l i f e  as th e  p o in t  o f  l iv in g ,  n o t  a jo b , m a y b e  because I 
gave  up  r o c k e t  s c ie n c e  e a r ly  o n  and  lo s t th e  fe e l in g  
o f b e in g  c a lle d  to  a p ro fe s s io n  and  fo u n d  o th e r  w a ys  
to  o c c u p y  m y s e lf. I do  m y  jo b  v e ry  w e ll ,  b u t i t ’s th e  
s m a lle s t p a r t  o f  w h a t  I a m .”
“ A n  a r is to c ra t ic  n o t io n . ”
“ Go o n .”
“ W o r k  as a s id e lin e , th e  l i f e  w e l l  l iv e d  as th e  
go a l, th e  p o in t ,  th e  s a t is fa c t io n . I ’d c a ll th a t  le is u re -  
class t h in k in g . ”
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“From a p lu m b e r . ”
“Don’t be coy.”
“I t ’s w h a t  I do .”
“ Be coy?”
“Plumb, w o m an .  P lum b.” He low ered  his  voice 
ha lf  an  octave.  A tr ick ,  bu t  she  l iked it.
“A r e n ’t you  t h e  o n e  w h o  b r ings  Baker t h e  N ew  
York and  London papers?”
“I d i d n ’t say i l l i terate .  But I am a p lum ber .  I 
s t ick m y  h a n d  d o w n  to i le ts  and  g r e a s e - c lo g g e d  
disposals, live m y  life in p e o p l e ’s da rk  and  d i r ty  
n e t h e r  w or lds .”
“You a re  a phony,  Jacky Nelm s .”
He cam e  to he r ,  p laced his  h a n d  on t h e  t ips  of 
h e r  spiky h a i r  to feel t h e  points ,  slid i t  to h e r  neck ,  
c u p p i n g  h e r  j aw bone .  He was  n o t  tall; she  only  had  
to s tand  a l i t t l e  on  t ip toes  to re a c h  h im. She pressed  
h e r  m o u t h  to his. Her  t o n g u e  d a r te d  b e t w e e n  his  
lips.
“I k n e w  t h a t , ” h e  said.
T h e r e  was  a noise from t h e  o t h e r  room,  Baker 
s c r e a m in g  s o m e t h in g  abou t  soup.
Leland pulled  back. “Yes.” She to u c h e d  his  
c h e e k  w i t h  h e r  f ingers .  “You’re  w a r m . ”
“G enes .” He b rushed  aw ay  a bi t  of d i r t  h e  had  
left on h e r  blouse.  “Unt i l  later,  Leland  S tanda rd ,” h e  
said. And h e  d r e w  his  top  lip ins ide his m o u t h  as if 
to ta s te  h e r  t o n g u e  once  again.  His lips w e r e  th in .  A 
deep  scar  cu t  t h e  bo t to m  o n e  in tw o  and  ran  t o w a rd  
his  ch in .  Leland w o n d e r e d  w h a t  k in d  of t ro u b le  h e ’d 
been  in. He t u r n e d  and  was  gone.
“W e l l . ” Baker w a l t z e d  in, h a v in g  p ou red  h im se lf  
a g in  and  ton ic .  He shook t h e  glass, r a t t l i n g  t h e  ice. 
“You l ike a dr ink ,  Lela?”
“No th a n k  you. Jesus, w h y  did I do tha t?”
“I t ’s f ine.  J acky ’s m y  best  fr iend."
“Can w e  m a k e  a n o t h e r  po t  of coffee?”
“Sweetie ,  of course.  T h e r e ’s only  o n e  t h i n g . ”
C u t B a n k
“Oh God, w hat?"
“Jacky and  Dog B oyette .”
“W h a t? ”
“Like oil and  w a te r .”
“Oh God, w e ll .” She sh ru g g ed .  “Is Toby back?” 
She looked  a ro u n d  as if h e  m ig h t  be th e r e  in  th e  
room.
“He and  Roy a re  w a lk in g  th e  g o d d am n  dog  and 
F reddy  K ru e g e r .”
“Freddy  w ho?”
“T he  r a t .”
“T hey  took  th e  ra t  for a w alk?”
And th e n  som eone  w as k n o c k in g  a t th e  door and  
Baker w as g o n e  and  Leland w as r u n n in g  upsta irs  to 
g e t  a p a c k e t  of v itam ins , w o n d e r in g  as she w e n t  
w h a t  in  th e  w o rld  had  possessed Toby to  ta k e  a w a lk  
w i th  a dog  in  love, a tw e lv e -y e a r -o ld  boy and  a rat.
C u t B ank
